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Abstract
The objective of this research is to examine the three different roles that NGOs have
undertaken to effectively alleviate poverty in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. First, NGOs
undertook the roles of developer, where they involved heavily in organizing and implemented
local educational, agricultural, livelihood, nutritional and health programs. Second, NGOs acted
as a provision of social services to the local communities by providing funds and support to
establish community stores or community clinics or to households and providing health and
counselling services. Third, NGOs encouraged and facilitated participatory development in in the
local communities to allow the local citizens’ voices and ideas to be heard and being effectively
implemented. This research discusses six different NGO projects from the three countries. The
results of the six projects showed that NGOs were able to alleviate poverty through development
of local programs such as education awareness, sanitation, nutrition, rural development, and
agricultural program.
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I.

Introduction
For many years, poverty rates have fallen from a greater percentage to a smaller

percentage in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam but certain challenges remain. These countries have
made remarkable progress in their efforts to alleviate poverty. This remarkable progress is the
successful result stemming from every government agency, international agency, or other nongovernment agency so called the non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
NGOs are defined as a non-state and self-governing organization that is neither governed
by the state nor profit-driven.1 NGOs have played vital roles in alleviating poverty in the three
listed countries. Some of the NGOs roles include providing services to meet the needs of the
poor, providing training and education, and influencing other agencies to take a role in
promoting policy to alleviate poverty. For instance, according to a Cambodian report, NGOs
played a very vital role in poverty alleviation project by actively participating in an NGO forum
and in the national workshops held by the government.2 Through the national workshops, NGOs
are engaged with the government by discussing their roles in developmental work that are
important to help bring people out of poverty. In Laos, many national policies were put in place
to reduce poverty, especially by the government, and NGOs assisted in their implementation. In
Vietnam, different efforts have been used to reduce poverty which included promoting
educational access, health care access, and off-farm activities such as labor in the market (factory
work, construction work, etc.).3 While governments played a very crucial role in strategizing to
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alleviate poverty, it is very important to look into the role of non-state actors, particularly-NGOsbecause their contributions to reducing poverty have shown significant result over the past years.
The main goal for this research is to understand why NGOs are able to alleviate poverty
in the three countries: Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. It argues that NGOs are able to alleviate
poverty in three different ways. First, NGOs implement local programs to alleviate poverty by
promoting educational, health, nutritional and empowerment programs that are geared to local
capacity building. Second, NGOs are able to alleviate poverty by acting as providers of social
services to local communities. And third, to reduce poverty, NGOs enhance participatory
development that foster local community engagement and participation to promote interactions,
exchange ideas and stories, and understand the reality of the problem. This research attempted to
understand poverty as a term refer to people who lack extreme resources especially income and
necessities for survival such as educational access, health services, food security, and more to
have good quality of life.
NGOs as organizations are the key player in alleviating poverty because of the nature of
its roles, NGOs can work to solve social problems in two different ways as top-down approach
and bottom-up approach. This research on NGOs role in the bottom-up approach, where NGOs
as developmental organizations that play three important roles in fostering its bottom-up
approach to alleviate poverty: developer, service provider, and facilitator. NGOs provide basic
services and fulfilling their role as service providers to alleviate poverty such as health services
(counseling, health check-up), loans, aid and more. NGOs act as developers who adopt, organize
and implement programs to train or teach local population on various aspects to lift them out of
poverty. As a facilitator, NGOs act as an entity that fosters interaction among the community
members and promotes the active participation in community projects. By promoting such
2

participation, NGOs’ projects ensure that locals’ voices are being heard directly and are geared
toward meeting the needs of the community.
This research project will consist of six sections. The second section of this paper will
discuss promptly about the background of poverty and follow by the third section that discusses
the role of NGOs in alleviate poverty. The fourth section will provide case study discussions of
the NGOs projects in the three countries. Lastly, the final section will be the conclusion.
II.

Background of poverty
Poverty has been defined differently. One of the definition, poverty includes either

absolute or relative term. Poverty with absolute term is the amount of money necessary to meet
basic needs such as food, clothing, and shelter, while the relative term, poverty means the
economic status of other members of the society: people are poor if they fall below prevailing
standards of living in a given societal context.4 In addition, globally known, the word “extreme
poverty” as defined by the many organizations, is living on less than $1.90 a day.5 Furthermore,
poverty can be categorized into three groups: relative poverty which refers to a household that
has income level below a given proportion of average national income; moderate poverty which
refers to conditions of life in which basic needs are met, but just barely; and extreme poverty
which refers to households cannot meet basic needs for survival.6 The Oxford Poverty and
Human Development Initiative indicates that there are three factors in measuring poverty such as
education (school attendance), health (child’s mortality and nutrition) and living standard (access

“Poverty,” United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), accessed October 15
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20.
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to water, electricity).7 Therefore, through this research, poverty can be understood as a term in
relation to the lack of resources especially income or necessities such as access to good
education, health services, food security, agricultural farming and more to have good quality of
life.
The number of people living in poverty in the world in 1990 was 1.9 billion, in 2015 it
was reported that there were around 790 million people in poverty.8 The decrease in number
showed that there has been a global focus to help eradicate poverty. Unfortunately, poverty is
still a big concern. Poverty creates strong vulnerability for those who experience it. Most
importantly, poverty affects men and women disproportionately. Men and women have
experienced poverty in very different ways; women tend to be very restricted in their ability to
secure employment and in many cases, women usually work in low-paid jobs and often end up
working in the informal sector that has low benefit and high working demand.9 Furthermore,
besides working in the labor force women also tend to work in the domestic tasks to take care of
the household and children, which is usually unpaid. In addition, the effects of poverty on
children are very difficult to ignore. One of the effects that poverty has on children is that they
are exposed to many health risks. Children in poor households’ experience malnutrition and
disease because of the inadequate diet and poor sanitation.10 Despite health effects, poverty also
influences children’s educational performance. poverty greatly impacted children in schools such
as causing them to drop-out, absenteeism and low academic performance.11 Poverty is a global
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issue that greatly and negatively impacts millions of people living in the world especially in the
developing countries. It does not discriminate; therefore, everyone can be the victim of poverty.
However, different groups of people can experience poverty differently, as mentioned, women
are affected from poverty differently from men, while children are impacted disproportionately.
III.

NGOs and poverty alleviation strategies
NGOs are very important non-state actors that work closely with different actors

including, governments, private sectors, think-tanks, academics, and the local communities.
NGOs work on a wide array of issues to help people in different parts of the worlds. NGOs, with
regards to their approaches to reducing or alleviating poverty, use two distinct approaches
through the market model: supply-side and demand-side approach.12 The supply-side approach
refers to NGOs providing basic social services and focusing on the people, while the demandedsided approach focuses on a bigger picture as NGOs play an indirect role and work with other
agencies to reform policy and implement policy to help the poor. The demand-side role of NGOs
can be seen as an articulator of the people’s voice that works to mobilize and clarify the demand
for services, from both the government and the market, so that the people are able to achieve
their development goals.13 This paper attempted to only focus on NGOs adopting the supply-side
and the bottom-up approach.
NGOs’ works are very different from the government’s. They think differently and work
differently from each other, but they often cooperate and work simultaneously with each other.
NGOs have comparative advantages in alleviating poverty because its projects are smaller and

John Clark, “The State, Popular Participation, and the Voluntary Sector.” World Development 23, no. 4 (1995),
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more localized that cater well effectively to those they are serving, and their work result from
their bottom up approach. Most importantly, NGOs play a developing role in spearheading
projects, guiding projects and implementing projects to alleviate poverty, which allow them to be
very effective in solving the problem due to their role as very engaging and responsive to the
local people. NGOs appear well suited to adapt the use of such innovative strategies because of
their small-scale of operations, flexibility and great capacity to mobilize resources and to
organize people to solve their own problems.14 Easterly conceptualized two very important
words, Planner vs. Searcher. Planner is someone who facilitates a top-down approach, someone
likes aid donors who supply funds and money to solve the problem.15 While searcher is someone
who facilitates the in the local level.16 Searcher is known to be more successful than planner
because searcher finds answer to individual problems, adapts to local condition, finds out what is
in demand, believes that insiders have knowledge to solutions and finds out what the reality is at
the bottom.17 In this case, NGOs can be referred to searchers because the majority of their
responsibilities fall under what Easterly has defined as a searcher. Their projects are often
targeted small number of population who can receive the effect directly. NGOs focus on the
poor, even the poorest in the community, which explain why their projects are small and
localized.18 While people might have concerned about the issue of NGOs projects as small and
localized with limited funding, it is very important to understand that NGOs’ project are costeffective and used to cater to specific population. The bottom-up approach that NGOs have taken
are effectively reaching the marginalized community and solving the root of poverty. Their work
Wagona Makoba, “Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOS) and Third World Development: An Alternative
Approach to Development” Journal of Third World Studies. (Spring 2002).
15
William Easterly, The White Man’s Burden (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 5-7.
16
Ibid.
17
Ibid.
18
Riddle and Robinson, Non-governmental organizations and rural poverty alleviation. London: Overseas
Development Institute, 14.
14
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is unique by making the people feel empowered. Compared to the top-down approach, NGOs
advocate policy and pressure the government to change or reform policy on poor people, their
bottom-up approach solves the issues of poverty from many different viewpoints. NGOs focus
on key important issues that can lift people out of poverty; those can be education, health and
agricultural programs.
NGOs also adopted integrated multi-sectorial approach that combines technical inputs
and physical investments for small-scale agricultural projects with social services such as
healthcare, education, safe drinking water, family planning and more.19 Although the projects are
small, compared to big macroeconomic policy projects or government projects, NGOs’ works
are more effective in reaching the poor in the community. NGOs are effective at reaching not
just the poor but not the poorest, however they still do a better job than other agencies involved
in poverty alleviation.20 In a conducted research study, out of the 16 NGO projects being
evaluated, 12 projects have yielded that NGOs tends to have positive impact in alleviating
poverty.21 Some have impact on alleviating poverty includes microfinancing that allow citizens
to receive small loans to start up a business, women’s empowerment programs to expand
women’s economic and social status and stop violence against women, agricultural and fisheries
projects, and healthcare programs. It is concluded that NGOs have some apparent natural
advantages in development related activities.22 There is a high need of flexibility in the design

19

Riddle and Robinson, Non-governmental organizations and rural poverty alleviation. London: Overseas
Development Institute, 18.
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and implementation of services because NGOs may have on-the-ground contact that can enable
accurate understanding of the development context and allow them to bring in-depth
understanding in solving problem.
Besides, developing programs and projects to alleviate poverty, NGOs also play a very
distinct role as service provider. The services can be providing aid or charity donations, and can
be services such as health service, educational services or other services to support the everyday
living of the poor. NGOs have long had an active involvement in social-welfare provision,
especially in health and education.23 They tend to concentrate on providing basic medical
facilities, establishing clinics, promoting public health awareness and more. Doing this, NGOs
provide social services to people in area with an inadequate access to those services. NGOs
identify its roles as potential service providers and innovators, agents of accountability,
mobilizers of demand and promoters of people’s voices. Through the service mobilizing by
NGOs, they can alleviate poverty.24 Most importantly, their roles are filling the gap of the
government. NGOs have ability to reach the people better than government and firms, they have
the ability to reach and mobilize the marginalized community and through their services they can
empower the poor and build their capacities.25 NGOs are involved in providing services to
enhance the well-being of the local population, for example, they also involve in setting school
to provide education materials/resources to the people in the area to have access to education

23
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Development Institute, 14.
24
Jennifer Brinkerhoff, Partnerships for Development: Rhetoric or Result, (Boulder, CO. Lynne Reinner, 2002).
25
Brinkerhoff, Smith and Teegan, “Beyond the “Non”: The Strategic Space for NGOs in Development,” 62.

8

such as books, school supplies, teaching materials to the teacher and teaching curriculum to the
schools.26
NGOs also serve in a facilitator role as they are working to enhance participatory
development. They are able to engage more closely with the population individually such as
sustaining their relationships, enhancing community engagement and fostering community
participation. Through the nature of their small projects, it provides them opportunity to foster
local interactions and find the solution from the insider rather than outsider, as Easterly noted.
NGOs focus on people’s priorities and are community driven.27 Their projects are driven by the
people, planned by the people, and provided by the people. They understand the reality at the
bottom that give NGOs an advantage in alleviating poverty. They identify community needs and
work toward that goal through their programs and projects. The main characteristic of NGOs
approach is that they put the core problem of the poor first.28 Therefore, this explains that the
works done by NGOs have the ability to alleviate poverty more effectively than other agencies
including government or bigger organizations. NGO approaches emphasizes and encourage
community participation, grassroots movements and local decision making to actively engage
local communities in the project.29 It argued that community participation such as creating
sustained community groups can promote participatory decision making and efficiency of
projects to community.30 Moreover, community participation can empower and develop

26

Jonathan Makuwira, Non-governmental development organizations and the poverty reduction agenda: the moral
crusaders. (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2014).
27
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28
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30
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communities to improve quality of lives because local citizens have the ability to participate and
involve in the project implementation.31 This includes: village leadership group, NGOs
discussion forum, village voluntary association and more. To alleviate poverty, NGOs work to
enhance participatory development, facilitate access to locally available resources, enhance
bottom-up approaches to development, and engage with local voices and local ownerships.
IV.

Case Studies
Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam are very special countries for studying poverty alleviation.

One of the reasons is that the region of the three countries was French Indochina, former French
colonies; therefore, the three countries shared similar historical backgrounds. The three countries
shared similar industries such as agricultural and fisheries, and textile and clothing. For the past
twenty years, according to the World Bank, these three countries have made remarkable progress
in reducing and alleviating poverty. Lastly, the important aspect of these countries to be selected
as case studies is the political climates that allow limited access between the government and the
citizens. Therefore, it offers opportunities for non-state actors to fill in that gap to bring together
the government and the citizens. Moreover, the number of NGOs has increased dramatically in
the past years, which allows easier opportunities for this research to be conducted.
Cambodia ranked as one of the poorest countries; however, for the past decades,
Cambodia has experienced substantial economic growth and declining poverty rate. In 2003, the
rate of people living below the poverty line was 50.3%, but in 2012 the rate was 17.7%.32
Although the data show a declining poverty rate, there is a still a pocket of population who still
Hedayat Allah Nikkhah and Ma’rof Redzuan, “Participation as a Medium of Empowerment in Community
Development,” European Journal of Social Sciences, 11, no. 1 (2009): 170.
31

“Poverty headcount ratio at national poverty lines (% of population),” World Bank, accessed October 13, 2018,
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.NAHC?locations=KH
32
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live in poverty that has low education, health and living standards. In 2003, the government
developed its first National Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper aiming to place alleviating poverty
as the national priority. The first strategy paper engaged the government with many
organizations in Cambodia to discuss how best to alleviate poverty. From that paper, they
identified many indicators that cause poverty in Cambodia. They focused on the lack of
opportunities (i.e. finding employment in the labor market), lack of capabilities (i.e, high
exposure to health risks, poor infrastructure, low literacy rate, inability to receive education),
lack of good governance (i.e, limited access to government information) and exposure to
vulnerabilities to different issues such as food security, HIV/AIDS, and street children.33 Thus,
somewhat the government has done its job to reduce the poverty; however, some of population
are still facing these issues such as health risks, low literacy rate, and more. NGOs have played a
vital role in implementing its vision and goals to reduce poverty in the country especially
addressing those issues that the government would have missed.
Laos is a landlocked country that surrounded by China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand
and Myanmar, and the only major water system is the Mekong River that flow across the country
separating the border between Thailand. Laos is also one of the poorest nations in the world
alongside Cambodia. Laos is a mountainous and ethnically diverse country. Therefore, majority
of Laos’s population are difficult to reach since they live in such isolated area of the country.
People are still facing significant inadequate resources such as access to health services,
education, good nutrition, and life skills improvement. Laos’s maternal mortality ratio is 197 out
of 100,000 people, Laos’s education enrollment is only around 60% in some sort of schools or

33
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organized learning and undernourishment is still prevalent in around 17% of the population.34
The NGOs projects that implemented to alleviate poverty ranged from educational
empowerment, agricultural program, hygiene and sanitation, health services and more.
Despite its economic transformation, among the nations of Southeast Asia and the world,
Vietnam is still regarded as one of the poorest nations. The country is located along the coast of
the South China Sea, and its main metropolitan areas such Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi are
located in the two major delta regions that provide efficiency and advantages in agricultural
experience and production. Despite the main advantage the country receives, the distribution of
wealth is not equal among the population. Government, international agencies and nongovernment agencies have made remarkable progress in alleviating poverty in Vietnam.
However, challenges remained for those who still do not receive any benefits from the
government or other agencies. Only 50% of the poorest households are eligible to receive
benefits from the government’s poverty reduction program, and the level of benefits received is
generally very low.35 Those who are ethnic minorities are still facing extreme poverty and those
who live in remote areas or in the mountainous regions are still invisible when receiving benefits
from the government. The impacts of NGOs in alleviating poverty in Vietnam have made a vital
presence in the pocket of poverty that were missed by the government programs.
Cambodia
NGOs in Cambodia have played an effective role in alleviating poverty. The two NGOs,
CIDSE and ACR, have made a remarkable progress in reducing poverty through their program

“Poverty in Lao PDR.” Asian Development Bank, accessed October 13, 2018, https://www.adb.org/countries/laopdr/poverty
35
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development, service provision and community facilitation. The impacts resulted in higher
community participation that increased local citizens’ interest in NGO projects.36 Residents have
maintained higher level of production, and crops have increased the food security and have
enabled household to earn an extra of $250 per year.37
As a developer, both NGOs played a role as a searcher38 that organize and develop the
community programs to alleviate the poverty in the different area of the country. CIDSE projects
focused in the Northeastern part of the country, Ratanakiri; while ACR projects focused in the
capital city, Phnom Penh, and a few remoted provinces include Mondulkiri. CIDSE created the
integrated community development program to reduce poverty that focuses on all aspects such as
health, education, and food security.39 One of the major programs that CIDSE implemented was
focused on land management, as the lands in Ratanakiri province are being used to extract
natural resources and agricultural farming. Therefore, land and land ownership are very
important for the survival of the residents living in Ratanakiri. The residents of Ratanakiri have
very limited knowledge of land management such as the laws and the management itself. CIDSE
has created land use maps with aerial photography to provide residents greater control over their
resources.40 Moreover, CIDSE also implemented natural resources training to teach residents
how to respect and acknowledge the importance of natural resources, and nature conservation. In
addition, CIDSE implemented agricultural programs to increase food security in the villages by
developing new farming experiments with the residents.41 The farming experiments include

Silaka, “Integrated Community Development in Ratanakiri-CIDSE Cambodia,” in The Fight Against Poverty in
Southeast Asia: NGO Good Practices in Cambodia, Indonesia and the Philippines, ed. Fernando T. Aldaba, (Quezon
City, Philippines: Ateneo Center for Social Policy and Public Affairs, 2005), 156
37
Ibid, 146.
38
Searcher is a term coined by Easterly (2006). Refer to the above discussion of searcher in section III
39
Silaka, “Integrated Community Development in Ratanakiri-CIDSE Cambodia,” 141.
40
Ibid, 145
41
Ibid, 146.
36
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raising pigs, improving soil fertility, intercropping experiments, and using cow manure as
fertilizer. Residents have learned from this and have developed new ways of their farming
experiences. This agricultural experiment farming program has helped residents to earn
additional income for their families.42 With their new innovative ways, residents have the ability
to cultivate larger number of crops and produce. Vegetables and crops grown were being sold in
the market to provide income for the residents. Similarly, acting as a developer, ACR adopted
the integrated community development program that helped the marginalized population such as
urban slum youths and deaf youths in Cambodia, especially in the city. ACR developed life skills
training for vulnerable youths.43 “The objective is to empower the poorest of the poor to
positively change their personal circumstances through self-reliance and community
solidarity.”44 ACR organized workshops and lectures to provide vocational trainings to
vulnerable youths with opportunities to learn different skills such as sewing, crafting, fixing
electronics and more. Moreover, for the deaf youth, the ACR taught them Cambodian sign
language through their organized programs.
Besides implementing local programs, both NGOs helped alleviate poverty through their
provision for social services to meet basic needs. CIDSE sponsored community stores provided
isolated residents easy access to different products including day to day groceries and medicine.
This service allowed residents to have more time to work rather than travel longer distances to
buy groceries at stores outside their villages. Most importantly, CIDSE-sponsored community
store costs are less expensive than bigger stores in the market.45 CIDSE also provided banking

Silaka, “Integrated Community Development in Ratanakiri-CIDSE Cambodia,” 146.
ASEAN Secretariat, The NGO Profiles: The Second ASEAN Leadership Award on rural revelopment and poverty
eradication, (Jakarta, Indonesia: Association of South East Asian Nations, 2015), 17.
44
Ibid, 16.
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Silaka, “Integrated Community Development in Ratanakiri-CIDSE Cambodia,” 147.
42
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services for the residents. This banking service refers to buffalo banks, pig banks and rice banks.
CIDSE lended buffaloes to the families who cannot afford them to use for their agricultural
activities. In addition, it was reported that villagers often borrowed rice from private lenders that
usually charged them with high interest; however, this rice banks allowed villagers to receive
rice from CIDSE without worrying about paying back with high interest.46 On the other hand,
ACR provided counselling services to the local communities especially the youths and the deaf
youths. They helped marginalized youths to participate actively in the society in working and
earning income to support their family.47 The services have encouraged the deaf community to
have a voice in the society as they are able to communicate with one another easily and promote
their participation in making friends. Moreover, they have helped youths to step out of their
comfort zone and have the ability to work in the labor market instead of living under the shadow
of the community in the deaf community and urban slums.
Additionally, both NGOs were very actively engaged in their local communities through
their community facilitation. This can be considered one of the most effective activities that both
NGOs have implemented to reduce poverty. Throughout the periods of the project, CIDSE
helped the village to create Village Development Committees (VDCs) to facilitate the local
participation. VDCs are responsible for coordinating specific village activities that aim to
promote community involvement in development activities and future sustainability.48 VDCs
represent the interest of the villagers and help them realize their goals efficiently by adhering to
their village development plans.49 VDCs consisted of the villagers living in the area, therefore

Silaka, “Integrated Community Development in Ratanakiri-CIDSE Cambodia,” 147.
“Empowering young people in Cambodia,” Caritas Australia, accessed November 02, 2018,
https://www.caritas.org.au/learn/programs/asia---cambodia-empowering-youth
48
Silaka, “Integrated Community Development in Ratanakiri-CIDSE Cambodia,” 150.
49
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they effectively represent the interest and goal of their community to the government or other
NGOs. CIDSE provided training and helped mobilize resources for VDCs. Most importantly,
VDCs played very important roles in cooperation with other villages, other NGOs, and
especially the government. CIDSE has fostered the villager interactions through VDCs so that
villagers can learn new skills and apply them through the development programs and can
encourage them to become leaders who possess strong leadership and work ethics.
Correspondingly, ACR fostered the local participation through youth-based discussion
workshops. ACR seek active participation from local youths to share with each other and ACR
about their struggle and their plans for the future. Youths had opportunity to communicate
closely with other local youths and represented their voices and concerns to receive direct help
from ACR. One student said, “I am very happy to attend this group discussion because I can
express my opinion through drawing pictures and then I present my group results in plenary
group. Importantly, I have learnt a lot about community assets and development activities in my
community, so I wish to participate with my villagers to develop my community.”50 The youth
based discussion helped youth engage in building their personal goals and their community. It
allowed them to communicate with one another and participate in teamwork activity to build and
enhance skills.
Laos
World Education and Plan International have played a vital role in reducing poverty in
Laos through their programs and services. Both NGOs have made remarkable progress in lifting
poor people from poverty. For World Education’s Resilient Livelihoods for the Poor program
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(RLP) has helped the community developed economically; they distributed micro-enterprise
assets to 400 households, benefiting more than 2,000 people, and they conducted fortnightly
coaching visits individually with all households in 23 villages.51 Over 53% during the first pilot
phase of the NGO involvement have saved at maximum 25% of the income or stipends they
received from the NGO.52 Moreover, for Plan International, their involvement has made a big
impact in helping the remote communities access good hygiene. Their involvement has led to
increased practice of appropriate sanitation and hygiene practices such as elimination of open
defecation in 59% of target schools and in 23% of target villages, and increased handwashing
practices and drinking of safe water.53
As a developer, both World Education and Plan International developed major
community programs to alleviate poverty in the region. World Education developed an
agricultural program, while Plan International developed a sanitation and hygiene promotion
program called WASH. Under WASH, Plan International developed learning modules for
students and teachers to follow as a part of their learning curriculum to gain more information
about hygiene and sanitation. The project was committed to helping children developing a good
hygiene lifstyle. The project’s underlying approach is a “School First Strategy” that looked at
increasing communities’ awareness through school activities.54 Most importantly, the WASH
project reached out to those who lives in the remote areas and who are the ethnic minorities such
as Khamu, Leu, Hmong and Lamad. These population suffered from low primary school
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enrollment and completion, very few people with secondary education, poor hygiene and
sanitation, and the worst child malnutrition in Laos.55 Likewise, an agricultural program
developed by World Education was also integrated into the remote area communities in Laos.
World Education developed the RLP that focused on innovative agricultural methods and
training. Some of the agricultural training includes methods and techniques on raising animals
for agricultural activities such as pigs, goats and chickens. RLP also taught households how to
develop their own home garden to promote organically produce, vegetable and fruits inside their
home area to increase the food supply and prevent food insecurity.56 The trainings taught
household members to understand risks and benefits from raising animals and having home
gardens.
Furthermore, acting as a service provider, both NGOs have provided many services
geared to meet the social needs of the community. For World Education, they identified the
poorest families in the community and provided them with productive assets (such as livestock)
and comprehensive support throughout the first year through bi-weekly household visits, training
sessions, and asset support grants.57 This program helped poor families to have access to
sustainable living, family planning, and savings. RLP provided 3,000 vulnerable households with
a combination of short term social transfers (cash stipend), productive assets, coaching and
financial literacy.58 On the other hand, Plan International provided funding to support school
programs. Through that support, they established a supportive environment that students and

55

Plan International, Plan Laos WASH Project: Final evaluation-Revised draft report.
Santi Owen, Resilient Livelihoods for the Poor (RLP) Process Evaluation Report, Social Protection Sustainable
Livelihoods, 2016, accessed October 16, 2018, http://www.spsl.la/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/RLP-processevaluation-report-final-version.pdf
57
“Resilient livelihoods for the poor (2015-2017),” World Education, accessed October 18, 2018,
https://laos.worlded.org/projects/resilient-livelihoods-for-the-poor/
58
Owen, Resilient Livelihoods for the Poor (RLP) Process Evaluation Report.
56

18

teachers have ability to organize a Hygiene Promotion club to further promote health hygiene
activities throughout the schools.59 Their services revolved around promoting public awareness
through their actions and their findings.
In fostering and facilitating local participation to alleviate poverty, both NGOs have
engaged with locals actively through empowering the local population and holding collaborative
village meetings. Plan International empowered students to act as a role model in helping to
develop the WASH project in schools. They organized lead student groups who led in school
Hygiene Promotion activities and teachers who in turn played an advisory role.60 Moreover, they
also engaged in local collaborative meetings. They were involved in local provincial meetings
that cooperated and communicated with different organizations in the area under the Provincial
Rural Development & Poverty Reduction Office (PRDPRO) to ensure conformity with
government priorities.61 They provided knowledge, resources and services for each other and
moved forward together to reduce poverty and improve sanitation in the community. World
Education frequently engaged with the households during their home visits. They regularly
checked up on the households to give advice and support on planning the family finance,
agricultural and nutritional.
Vietnam
With their active roles in developing programs, providing services and encouraging
participation in their communities, NGOs in Vietnam have successfully alleviated poverty in the
country. They actively engage with the local communities in figuring out the reality of the

59

Plan International, Plan Laos WASH Project: Final evaluation-Revised draft report.
Ibid.
61
Ibid.
60

19

poverty problem. Both NGO projects were actively seeking to reach out to the remote
communities in many provinces in Vietnam. For Save the Children, the main ethnic groups that
they were actively reaching out to are the Dao, Tay and Thai ethnic groups. Their main program
of implementing community-based nutrition has had received successful outcome. It was
reported that many children and families have more access to food and healthcare services. For
an example, in the Minh Anh commune that Save the Children implemented their program and
saw a reduction in child malnutrition. Before the program, 19.1% of children under 2 years old
have malnutrition and are underweight, while once the program ended, there was only 11.2%.62
Moreover, in the six communes they practiced, there was a decreased average rate as well from
22% to 16%.63 In addition, the impact of the Center for Sustainable Rural Development is also
significant. After its implementation, it showed a 30% increase in community productivity and
crops.64 There was an increase in community access to food and community economy.
Both NGOs have delineated the role as developers. Both NGOs have focused on
implementing local programs and served the community effectively. Save the Children organized
a low-cost agricultural model to promote food security and nutrition in the community. This lowcost model provided villagers access to additional income and high agricultural production. Part
of the model was utilizing the nutrition gardens. Nutrition gardens encouraged families to grow
in their household area rather than growing up in the hills. One villager said, “In the past, local
people often grew vegetables up in the hills with a poor diversity of vegetables. Now they have
their home-based vegetable gardens with fences to prevent damages from cattle and livestock
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and they are growing more types of vegetables” (Ban Ton Khe– Secretary of the Youth Union,
Nam Lanh commune).65 In addition, the model also taught the villagers rice cultivation. SRI
(System of Rice Intensification) is an advanced rice intensification system which helped increase
farming productivity while reducing input cost such as seeds, fertilizer, pesticide, and water.66
SRI helped farmers to learn new innovative ways to cultivate rice using low-cost high-quality
seed with low-cost and alternative fertilizers and well-planned system to produce high quality
rice. Thus, farmers could save more money, earn more income and supply more of their rice to
the community and their households to increase food security. In a similar fashion, SRD actively
focused on promoting the capacity of the poor-marginalized people such as women and ethnic
minorities to improve their incomes and to increase their decision-making ability in the
community.67 Through its Sustainable Agricultural Program (SAP), SRD aimed to teaches the
locals on how to sustainably adopt different agricultural activities, develop different models to
improve agricultural production, and raise the locals’ income and food supply. SRD taught the
farmers different farming techniques how to produce clean and safe product. SRD also
developed the Sustainable Livelihood model to help the poor and the vulnerable households
facing climate change. SRD developed and launched different agricultural models to sustain their
livelihoods such as single livelihood models (chicken, rice, pig, or fish model).68 This allowed
them to focus only on a single product rather than working with many products to increase
production and raise the community’s economy.
Despite developing and implementing the local programs, both NGOs have played an
active role in providing social services to the community. SRD provided an opportunity for the
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farmers to access loans from the bank to support their agricultural activities.69 Thus, that allows
the farmers to have start up investment to build their own farming activity and produce to sell in
the market to pay off loans and receive income to support their households and their community.
By doing this, SRD had the ability to not only continue providing support to the local
communities, but the local communities also had the opportunities to work on their own and
support the community.70 Moreover, Save the Children provided home visit and counseling
services to the villagers. This service provided villagers opportunity to get guidance and advice
at home frequently; therefore, this saved them time travelling long distances for support. Home
visits and counseling focused on the target group of households with pregnant women, new
mothers, and mothers with malnourished children.71 Through the home visits, Save the Children
provided guidance and support to the mothers on their pregnancy health pre-birth and post-birth
and resolve complexities that prevents mothers from receiving health services. This activity is
very important in reducing poverty because the NGO has an active role in the local community
as it is doing frequent check-up on the family members and providing advices and saving their
cost and time from long distance travelling to find outside support
In attempting to successfully alleviate poverty, both NGOs have focused on an active
facilitation role in fostering the local community’s participation in their projects. In ways of
fostering local participation, Save the Children created a Nutrition Education and Rehabilitation
Program (NERP Center) that served as a site for community social learning and sharing. 72 This
site was reported to improve and rehabilitate the nutritional status of malnourished children in
the community by providing knowledge through sharing and exchanging information with the
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poor families in the villages.73 The NERP Center served as a resource for the villagers to come
together and develop their knowledge on how best to nourish healthy children. Through this,
villagers could gain information locally and wisely from their interactions with Save the
Children and other villagers. Through the NERP Center, mothers brought their children to the
center for 1 and half to 2 hours and the Center focused on educating mothers on how to cook
good-quality meals for their children using food supplies from the local area.74 The mothers had
the opportunity to cook with each other and shared their experience in cooking with other
mothers at the center. Correspondingly, SRD also implemented a similar entity that is used to
foster the local interactions called Community based Livelihood Club. This club aims to put the
poor people in their center of development through their voluntary association and cooperation.75
This club essentially is a site for social learning, information sharing, and experience developing
where local farmers can attend the club’s meetings regularly to share their knowledge and
experience in agriculture. Through their face to face meetings, SRD can help build farmers’
confidence in their agricultural production and help them develop new innovative modern
methods to increase their productivity while using low-cost inputs.76 The club itself also helped
the farmers foster their interactions with one another to build a strong community bond. Most
importantly, the farmers also developed confidence and ability to share their struggles and ideas
with the community and SRD so that SRD was able to develop certain programs that gear
towards the farmers’ needs.
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V.

Conclusion
By its nature of its roles in programming, service providing and facilitating, NGOs were

very effective in alleviating poverty in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. NGOs played very critical
role in reducing poverty as its main advantage they can develop programs that impacts on many
local populations of their community. They performed service delivery that provided social
needs and social services to the population to fill in the gap that the government missed. They
also facilitated and encouraged the local population to participate through allowing the locals to
lead and develop the projects. The results of the six projects discussed show that NGOs have
advantages in alleviating poverty through development of local programs about many variety of
issues such as education awareness, sanitation, nutrition, rural development, and water in the
three countries with different capacities. In the six projects, it is clear that we see that NGOs
have played a very active and engaging role in alleviating its poverty.
In each of these cases, NGOs played an active role in organizing and implementing local
programs to support the poor population especially integrated community-based programs that
aimed to impact local population directly. Through their developer role, NGOs engaged locally
with their targets as they held workshops and training to teach locals on different issues, they
supported local programs and improved the locals’ lives. NGOs involved in developing new and
innovative farming and agricultural techniques and methods to provide and teach the local
people. For example, CIDSE and SRD engaged with local communities in certain way such as
teaching new farming or animal raising technique with the farmers on the field or the animal
barns. ACR developed educational programs for the youths in urban slums teach and guide them
different life skills. Therefore, within this role in order to alleviate poverty, NGOs are developing
the local through their local programs to impact the population directly through their programs.
24

Their programs are small and able to affect the population that are often missed by the big
government projects. From the six projects, we can refer to NGOs as a searcher, a term coined by
Easterly,77 that they, as organization, develop and implement programs in the local community to
find the real causes of poverty, they adapt to the local condition through their interactions with
locals and they find out causes by themselves rather than looking at reports or news.
Secondly, the NGOs projects discussed above exhibit their roles as service provider. In
this case, they are providing social and basic services to meet the needs of the population. The
provisions of service ranged from food supply to monetary to life essential product to services
such as health, counseling or advising. Different projects show different type of services that
were in response to the basic needs of their local population. ACR and Save the Children
actively provided health services to their targets. As ACR provided youth counselling therapy
services to help guide youths to solve their family problems, and Save the Children provided
health services to pregnant women and regular check-up visit to their families. World Education
provided services through monetary awards and other essential products to their target. They
provided families with cash stipends that they can use to expand their agricultural activities or
small community businesses. Their role as service providers alleviated poverty because their
services reached to the marginalize populations which were the poor. Being a service provider,
NGOs filled the gap between the government and the citizens. Not all government benefits reach
out to the people, thus through their roles as service providers, NGOs had the ability to make
sure that the community and the people were receiving what they need for their everyday lives.
NGOs reach out to marginalized community better than government entities through their
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services, because they can empower the poor and build their capacities and filled in the gap
between the people and the government.78
Last but not least, the six NGO projects somehow presented NGOs as facilitator role, as
the entity that is not only developing programs or provide service, but they fostered interactions
among the local population in terms of information sharing and community building. Besides
implementing their projects, the NGOs empowered the population by having them lead and
becoming a part of the project. Most importantly, building relationships on the local level was an
important strategy as well. This ensured long term benefits for NGO projects rather than short
term effect. NGOs that promote participatory development are more likely provide long term
benefits to the residents. Residents, will thus learn from NGOs and act with NGOs, and in the
future, they will also remain in communication with the NGOs actors. As we can see, CIDSE
facilitated the VDCs group to play an important role in implementing the project with the
organization. VDCs also further their role with cooperating with different groups in the areas. In
ACR we see that NGOs facilitated and promoted participation through youth-based discussion,
as to have youths reconnecting with each other and in objective of promoting friendship and
information sharing. As in Plan International, we see that NGOs allowed students and teachers in
the local community to take charged of the program implementation. We see a frequent
facilitator role of NGOs, as Save the Children frequent took initiative to create a center to
promote interactions among the mothers in the villages as a site for social learning and
knowledge sharing. Therefore, acting as facilitator allows the NGOs to eradicate poverty
effectively because their role will not only improve the community’s economy and brought
income to the households, but they also facilitated and developed the local population with new
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skills and knowledge. Most importantly, they can alleviate poverty effectively because of their
interactions with the locals. Through project assessments, implementations and evaluations,
NGOs allowed communities to have a voice that made their projects effective.
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